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BATTALION CHIEF BURNS: Today's date is 
December 11th, 2001. The time is 1:14 p.m. I'm 
Battalion Chief Robert Burns of the Safety Battalion, 
New York City Fire Department. I'm conducting an 
interview with -- 

FIREFIGHTER WILLIAMS: Firefighter Vandon 
Williams, Battalion 49. 

BATTALION CHIEF BURNS: This is in regards to 
the events of September 11th, 2001. 

Q. If you would, just tell us in your own words 
what happened on that day. 

A. I was just finishing a 24-hour tour on the 
10th, which is my wedding anniversary. I was looking 
for my relief to come in at the time that the first 
plane hit the Tower 1. I watched it on television from 
our quarters here in Astoria. Then when the second 
tower was hit, the signal came in for us to proceed to 
a staging area by the Midtown Tunnel. 

So, Knowing that I would not be relieved in 
time, I just decided that it was best that I go on and 
handle this event. I proceeded to the staging area at 
the Midtown Tunnel. We were there for, I guess, 
approximately 30, 35 minutes, until the Midtown Tunnel 


was cleared out, and then we proceeded through the 
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Midtown Tunnel to the west side, going down to the area 
of West Street and Vesey. 

Upon getting to the west side, we were able 
to park our apparatus, and I believe we might have had 
about ten to 15 units as a convoy from Queens. We 
proceeded and we parked our car about a block or two 
blocks north of Chambers and West Street, and we 
proceeded by foot toward the command post at Vesey and 
West. I got as far as a block north of Chambers and 
West and I was told by my Battalion Chief, Chief Mike 
Keenan, to make sure that all the units that were with 
us were accounted for and he proceeded to go toward the 
command post, and once I had checked everybody off that 
had come with us, then I would proceed down to the 
command post. 

So one block north of Chambers, I stopped and 
turned around and proceeded to count off the companies 
that came in. I guess I was doing that for about a 
good five or six minutes, about five minutes or so, and 
then I heard a rumbling. As I turned around, I saw 
people and some firefighters coming toward me and I 
looked up and I could actually see Tower No. 1 coming 
down. 


So at that time I tried to get myself as 
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close to -- there was a police tow truck on my Side, 
looking at the Hudson River. There were two police tow 
trucks parked there. So I just covered, bent next to 
one of the tow trucks and bent my head down until the 
smoke cleared. For me the eerie thing was not hearing 
any communications on the radio, any transmissions, 
anything, until most of this acrid, black smoke had 
cleared away, and then I could hear the sounds of our 
pass alarms going off around. Once most of the black 
smoke had kind of lightenend up and we were still ina 
fog-type state or a fog-type atmosphere, I tried to 
proceed down toward Vesey and West, where my Battalion 
Chief Mike Keenan was. 

So I got to meet him. Around Murray and West 
we met up. We proceeded to set up a secondary command 
post at Chambers and West Street. That was the call 
that was given out to the units, that there would be a 
command post set up at Chambers and West. 

Then we proceeded down toward Vesey Street. 
We proceeded southbound on Vesey Street until we came 
to West and Vesey, and at that point Chief Keenan 
started to operate at the north side of 6 World Trade 
Center, the U.S. Customs Building. The pedestrian 


bridge at that point, that I could look at, was already 
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down and completely destroyed. I was standing on the 
north side of the pedestrian bridge listening to Chief 
Keenan as he went up and tried to get onto one of the 
levels that was still standing on the Customs Building, 
doing communications with him and finding out what 
companies that we had that were able to go forward and 
help with some of the extinguishment as far as an 
engine company and a truck. I don't know the names of 
the companies that helped us to go work at that, but 
there was a truck company and an engine company that 
were being put into action to work on the Customs 
Building. 

At that time I also met the 14th Division 
Chief, a Chief McNally, and for the most of my duration 
I was there operating with him doing communications on 
the tactical and the channel for the Chiefs, going 
between both of them to try to ascertain who we had, 
what we could find in that area. I believe I worked 
with Chief McNally for a couple of hours before I was 
released to go with Chief Keenan. 

We proceeded to go around the pedestrian 
building and try to go south toward the World Trade 
Center No. 1. In order to get there, we had to walk 


around the World Financial Center building, the 
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American Express Building, toward the water, which 
would be going west toward the Hudson River. We were 
able to walk around the building and come out around 
the Winter Garden building, and at that time we were 
now just looking at what was left of the World Trade 
Center No. 1. 

We proceeded to walk over some of the metal 
and steel beams and stuff and we were able to get toa 
point where we were high enough to see a couple of 
mounds of just twisted metal, and we stood there while 
there were groups of firefighters, I'm not sure what 
units they were, that were proceeding down the mound 
and trying to get up to the second level of the mound 
to start our searches. 

At that time I was able to see two 
Civilians. One was standing up on the mound and 
firefighters were able to get to him and another one, 
and we were able to bring them out in the Stokes 
baskets down through the mound. It could have been an 
hour, hour and a half we were doing that before we were 
ordered to move away from that part of Tower No. 1 
because there was an imminent danger of collapse of 
World Trade Center No. 5 and 7. 


So he proceeded to take us from that area and 
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we proceeded back from that part of the World Trade 
Center No. 1, all units, Chief Keenan and I and some 
other Battalion Chiefs there. I know Battalion 46, 
Chief Turner was there. We operated also under the SOC 
command of Chief Seigel looking over those areas of 
Tower No. 1. Once they recalled us from that area, we 
proceeded back over to the area where we started at, 
Vesey and West. I was there approximately 15 hours. I 
left at 11:00 that evening. 

Part of my duties with the 49 and the 14th 
Division, I was also used to do logistics and command 
with Deputy Chief -- I don't want to say his name 
wrong. It will come to me. 

Well, I'll say this. This happened to be 
closer toward the evening. I guess it was close to 
about 4:00 or 5:00 o'clock, as it started turning more 
toward the sunset. We had been working on the north 
tower and we proceeded back over to West and Vesey. At 
that time I was able to see Chief Fellini talking with 
Chief McNally and other Chiefs on the scene that came 
in. But I was able to do liaison. I was there to set 
up for what other units that came in in the staging 
area and I worked as the aide that proceeded to tell 


what units would go in and what areas the Chiefs wanted 


V. WILLIAMS 


to work with. I can't think of that Chief's name, but 
I liaisoned with him. 

Before the night was over with, I was one of 
the firefighter liaison officers in the temporary 
Office of Emergency Management, and I worked with Chief 
Cantley, I think, if I'm not mistaken, in the OEM 
office from about 10:00 until midnight, and at that 
time they released the 49 Battalion to come back to 
Queens. Basically, that's what I did. 

Outside of seeing some carnage and being able 
to see at least us pull two civilians and bring them 
out, and they were alive when we brought them out, much 
of my recollection, outside of what I thought was 
papers and stuff coming out of Tower No. 1 while it was 
still up, I now realize there were some falling bodies 
just coming down. That's the extent of what I 
remember. 

BATTALION CHIEF BURNS: Okay. Great, 


Vandon. Thanks for the interview. The time is 1:27 


p.m. 


